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Abstract Our paper positions four-wheel drive (4WD) travel into the Australian desert
by veteran or dedicated travellers as a spiritual experience in three ways: by considering
the desert itself as a sacred space; the experience of such a journey as a form of ‘nature
religion’; and by viewing the actual journey itself as pilgrimage. Our argument is informed by
interviews with expert 4WDers to the desert. Our study might be useful in designing sustainable
strategies for 4WD desert tourism, as well as for scholars from a variety of disciplines such as
sustainability and environment studies, religious studies and tourism studies, to name a few.
Key Words: Australian desert, 4WD tourism, spirituality, pilgrimage, nature religion
Re´sume´: Au fin fond du de´sert: comment le tourisme en 4/4 fusionne le de´sert et
le spirituel
Notre article propose que les de´placements dans le de´sert australien de voyageurs aguerris et
expe´rimente´s repre´sente une expe´rience spirituelle de trois fac¸ons, en conside´rant que le de´sert est
un espace sacre´, que l’expe´rience d’un tel voyage est une forme de “ religion ” de la nature et que le
voyage lui-meˆme est un pe`lerinage. Notre perspective se base sur des interviews de conducteurs de
4/4, experts du de´sert. Notre e´tude peut s’ave´rer utile pour organiser des strate´gies de de´veloppement
de tourisme durable dans le de´sert en 4/4. Elle peut aussi servir a` des chercheurs de diverses
disciplines telles que l’environnement, la durabilite´, la religion ou le tourisme.
Mots-cle´s: De´sert australien, tourisme en 4/4, spiritualite´, pe`lerinage, religion de la nature
Zusammenfassung: Tief in der Wu¨ste: Die Wu¨ste und das Spirituelle mit All-
radTourismus verbinden
Unser Artikel positioniert Allrad Tourismus in die australische Wu¨ste durch Veteranen oder en-
gagierte Reisende als spirituelles Erlebnis auf drei Arten: indem die Wu¨ste selber als heiliger Ort
betrachtet wird, die Erfahrung einer solchen Reise als eine Form von ‘Naturreligion’ und indem
man die Reise selber als wallfahrt ansieht. Unsere Argumente stu¨tzen sich dabei auf Interviews mit
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370 Y. Narayanan & J. Macbeth
Experten im Bereich Gela¨ndetouren in der Wu¨ste. Unsere Untersuchung ko¨nnte sich als nu¨tzlich
sowohl fu¨r die Entwicklung von nachhaltigen Strategien fu¨r Allrad Wu¨stentourismus erweisen, als
auch fu¨r Akademiker aus einer Reihe von Fachbereichen wie zum Beispiel Nachhaltigkeit, Umwelt-
forschung, Theologie und Tourismusstudien, um nur einige zu nennen.
Stichwo¨rter: Australische Wu¨ste, Allrad Tourismus, Spiritualita¨t, Wallfahrt, Naturreligion
Introduction
Our intention in this paper is to argue that four-wheel drive (4WD) travel to the
Australian desert by experienced and repeat travellers may be reconceptualized as
a spiritual practice in three ways: by identifying the desert as a sacred space for
such travellers; by reframing the experience of such travel as a form of practice of
‘nature religion’, particularly through the use of some of the terms that bear ‘family
resemblance’ to this notion (Taylor 2007); and, lastly, by reconstructing the act of
‘getting there’, the 4WD journey itself, as pilgrimage. Our position is informed
by a series of interviews with experienced or ‘expert’ 4WD travellers. We identify
those travellers as ‘experts’ or ‘veterans’ whose sole purpose is to experience the
desert, as opposed to other 4WD travellers to the desert, who may be ‘novices’ or
de´butants to the 4WD travel experience such as international tourists for example,
for whom outback travel in Australia may only be part of an overall ‘down under’
travel experience. We consider as experts those travellers who have been making
such trips frequently to various parts of the Australian desert for anything between
five and twenty years. We believe that such a study may be useful to a more nuanced
understanding of the desert tourism experience in Australia.
To sacralize the Australian desert is to immediately become aware of some deep
ruptures in the collective Australian psyche. European colonization and modernity
have effectively given Australia the reputation of being one of the most secular
nations on the planet; a traditional indigenous perspective for instance, however,
makes everything about Australia sacred. There are some critical deviations, none
the less, that blur the distinctions between the secular and the sacred in Australia,
and we propose that the 4WD travel experience of the experts is one such important
juncture.
We also hope that this study will be useful in at least partially enhancing the
immense possibilities of understanding the Australian desert itself. Sixty-nine percent
of the Australian continent is comprised of ‘arid country’ (Brown 1991: 17). The
Australian desert has held, quite literally, rich possibilities, for its vast resources of
valuable minerals. Equally, or perhaps even more importantly, the desert is replete
with Australian cultural resources and is a symbol of Australian nationalism. For
Aboriginal Australians, the desert has traditionally been understood and reverenced
as a sacred space. However, unlike the deserts of Arabia and Africa, there remains
a gap in more intensively studying the Australian desert as a spiritual place (Brown
1991). Our intention in this paper is to attempt to address this void to an extent by
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Merging the Desert and the Spiritual through 4WD Tourism 371
specifically viewing the Australian desert as a sacred space from the perspectives of
expert 4WD travellers who form a critical proportion of regular travellers to various
parts of the Australian desert.
The Australian desert region comprises four deserts, three of which – the Great
Sandy Desert, The Gibson Desert and the Great Victoria Desert – are in Western
Australia. The fourth one, the Simpson Desert is in central Australia. There are large
tracts of other areas that are semi-arid, but still favourable to pastoralist work and
agriculture (Brown 1991). While all these deserts naturally hold varying degrees of
natural, historical and cultural significance, they appear to have one thing in common
for our 4WD travellers – the euphoria and meaningfulness in travelling through
the seemingly unending open spaces with spectacular natural sights and a variety
of flora and fauna. It would be misleading for us then, to locate our study in any
particular stretch of the Australian desert because our preoccupation is in exploring
the motivations of expert 4WDers in travelling to the Australian desert per se –
our interviewees, several of whom have been 4WDing for decades, have journeyed
widely over this vast continent.
It is of interest that in assigning a spiritual dimension to desert topography, it
is generally done in religious, metaphorical or psychological terms (Nash 1991).
The literature on religion and spirituality tends to have overlapping connotations
and references and thus the task of adequately defining spirituality and religion is a
challenging one. Van Ness (1992: 12) calls spirituality ‘a notoriously vague term’.
Tacey (2003: 28) describes spirituality as ‘the careful and reflective art of developing
a relationship with the sacred’. Sartre commented on the need to fill up the ‘God-
shaped hole in human consciousness’ (Ahmed 2002: 5). In refuting distinctions
between religion and spirituality as false, historian and ascetic-saint William Irwin
Thompson (1981: 103) said: ‘Religion is not identical with spirituality; rather religion
is the form that spirituality takes in civilization’.
We refer to the desert experience as a spiritual experience, particularly in the
context of the Australian desert, because as Tacey (2003) notes, Australians tend
to be more generous to the notion of spirituality; they are more suspicious of the
concept of institutionalized religion. However, since spirituality may be seen as a
post-modern, post-secular construct (Van Ness 1992; Heelas 1999), it is useful to
occasionally refer to the religious interpretation of the desert to place it in context as
a post-modern spiritual space. Furthermore, we also find it useful to view ‘religion’
as an anthropological construct, on a par with ‘culture’ for example, because it then
makes the claim of separation from religion irrelevant (Larson 1995).
Our paper is structured into two major parts. In the first part, we explore the three
ways in which desert travel may be understood as a sacred experience: the desert itself
as sacred space; the experience of desert travel as nature religion; and the journey
to the desert as pilgrimage. In the second part of the paper, we explore the views
of our expert 4WD respondents who frequently speak of the Australian desert as a
spiritually charged space. We also provide our analysis and conclusions here.
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372 Y. Narayanan & J. Macbeth
The Sacred Desert
Australian deserts offer some of the last of the most pristine natural environments in
the world. The vast expanses of the red desert, interspersed with bush, shrub and wild
grass symbolize the collective Australian psyche, and centrally occupy the Australian
imagination. The sheer scale of the magnificent scenery that dwarfs and overwhelms
the visitor, the utter remoteness and physical isolation, and the starkly beautiful
environment stun, and simultaneously inspire awe and surrender. Rains (1999: 10)
writes of the distant north-west Kimberly region, for instance:
The land itself is fertile and rich in texture, and the colours are extraordinarily
vivid – the blue sky is incredibly deep, sunsets put on a show of magenta and
yellows that has to be seen to be believed and the air is as fresh and clean as it
gets.
Such rich eulogizing of the Australian desert, however, is a relatively recent phe-
nomenon. Historical reactions to the remote outback were usually ones of horror,
dismay and fear. William Dampier, one of the early explorers of north-west Australia
reported to the British government in 1699 that is was ‘the barrennest spot upon the
earth’ (Brown 1991: 25). Ernest Giles, during his exploration of the Great Victoria
Desert records his terror of the desert (Giles 1964: 291): ‘It is stony, sterile and
hideous’. He further adds (1964: 317), ‘the region is so desolate that it is horrifying
to describe’. This rejected country was thus considered suitable as a gaol or a penal
colony for British convicts. However, positive nascent interest in Australia was also
evident even then – the unfamiliar landscape offered immense opportunities for the
new scientists and botanists to systemize and classify the new, exotic species (Brown
1991).
Moreover, the courage and the curiosity of the explorers helped shift significantly
the perception of Australia as the ‘ghastly blank’ (Bryson 2000). In his insightful
analysis of the personal accounts of the explorers, Cavan Brown (1991: 61) observes
that the explorers left
a blazed trail not only for those interested in the topography, but also for those
looking at deeper levels. They demonstrated that the desert was more than
physical. Their records reflect that the desert became internalised by the mind
and spirit and often the journey became an inner journey of self-discovery in
which their spirits perceived a secondary landscape defined [as] ‘the landscape
of their minds’ [our emphasis].
In this ‘secondary landscape’, which directly derived itself from its primary physical
landscape, the desert in Australia ‘was seen to have a meaning beyond its sand,
spinifex and stone. It seemed to speak of a spiritual dimension with opposing forces’
(Brown 1991: 61). In such a sense, the desert then became a space for meditation
because it foregrounded the finiteness of the human condition. And in the context of
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Merging the Desert and the Spiritual through 4WD Tourism 373
our paper, while our expert 4WDers may not be explorers, we consider that they also
seek the desert for reasons beyond the physical attractions of the desert topography.
However, it is still pertinent to ask: why do people travel to the desert? What do
these travellers do in the desert? How do writers speak of the desert? In fact, to these
people, what is the desert? Cultural and feminist geographers have attempted for some
time to deconstruct the profound impact that natural landscapes have on the human
psyche (Lane 1998; McDowell 1999). They conclude that some physical landscapes
stimulate in human beings an inspiration or an awakening that may eventually lead
to their ‘completeness’ (Wright 1966, in Singh 2005). Klemm (2004: xiv) writes: ‘It
is a space where humans go to encounter themselves, their demons, and their god.
The desert is at once an oasis, a paradise, where humans renew themselves and are
transformed’. Macbeth (2000: 23) observes that there is an ‘underlying utopian ideal’
that motivates people to specifically ‘get closer to nature, trying to reconnect with
some idealized view of the “primitive”’.
Is it true that the desert inherently possesses a spiritual quality, as Lane (1998)
believes? How do landscapes that have often been viewed, particularly in the Aus-
tralian context, as ‘primitive’, ‘brutal’ and ‘fierce’ provide such profound comfort?
Is Levenson’s (1985: 116) assertion valid that ‘geography is simply a visible form of
theology’? In the Christian context, the desert is rich with divine presence for it is
the place where the starkest encounter with God occurs after a period of tribulation
(Chryssavgis 1990). Park (2004) argues that religion is essentially a geographical
construct, and is sourced from the spirit of place, and its physical and emotional
challenges. Chatwin (1998), however, warns that human reactions to the desert are
complex, and it would be too simplistic and reductionist to link geography with re-
ligion. Scholars of earth spiritualities, however, have no hesitation in considering all
of nature, especially desert spaces, as sacred. In his The Voice of the Desert, Joseph
Wood Krutch (1954: 221–222) writes of the desert as ‘sublime’ rather than merely
‘beautiful’, for ‘(t)he sublime ... inspires awe ... and [is] powerful; it carries with it the
suggestion that it might overwhelm us if it would’. Edward Abbey, in his renowned
classic Desert Solitaire (1968: 1–2), writes in rapture of the Moab desert in Utah, for
instance: ‘This is the most beautiful place on earth ... the slickrock desert. The red
dust and the burnt cliffs and the lonely sky – all that which lies beyond the end of the
roads’. The desert makes the traveller acutely responsive, and David Jasper (2004)
points to the power of the human imagination to dramatize the power of suggestion
in pure natural landscapes such as the desert, mountain or the ocean. In his field diary
on his trip to the Texas desert in 2002, Jasper notes (2004: v):
I had forgotten what real darkness was like . . . I could see, literally, nothing,
I could see only blackness . . . and the silence . . . it is silent, and yet there is
sound everywhere. I suppose I must call it natural sound, and it is frightening
. . . the endless whirring of crickets in the bushes – that I know and can identify.
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374 Y. Narayanan & J. Macbeth
But there are also the mysterious noises – I am sure I heard breathing in the
bushes.
The desert, according to Lane (1998: 19) thus lends itself as a vital centre of spiritual
consumption because of its ‘extremity’ and its ‘strenuous character’. It is a place
where pride and pretensions eventually get eroded, an environment that is “utterly
indifferent to pressing human concerns” (Lane 1998: 51), leaving the traveller with a
greater clarity, humility and understanding of their own place in nature. The desert is
a place, rather, that defines and brings home the spiritual nature of human existence.
Lane writes (1998: 20):
My fear is that much of what we call ‘spirituality’ today is overly sanitized and
sterile, far removed from the anguish of pain, the anchoredness of place. Without
the tough-minded discipline of desert-mountain experience, spirituality loses
its bite, its capacity to speak prophetically to its culture, its demand for justice.
Avoiding pain and confrontation, it makes no demands, assumes no risks.
The spiritual meaning of a sacred space such as the desert is not transferable to another
location or physical environment, at least not for desert pilgrims. For them, its unique
physical richness and isolation from human habitation is instrumental in awakening
their spiritual impulse. Klemm (2004: xii) explains thus the fundamentally reflective
nature of the desert experience:
The ‘desert’ refers to a complex locus of experience and reflection; it is si-
multaneously an interior space of the mind; an exterior place where pilgrims,
adventurers and travellers can visit and dwell; and an intertextual space pro-
duced by cross-references among cultural creations dealing with the desert as
an archetype or the icon of the imagination.
Observing that the desert traveller is at heart a ‘dreamer’, Klemm (2004: xi) explains
why they wish to leave the familiar world of ‘ten thousand things’ to wander in the
desert: ‘They do so in order to approach and to appropriate the nothingness that is
at the heart of things – the heart of our thinking and the heart of our hearts’. The
traveller returns from the desert, he says, but each time transformed, each time rich
with new meaning and ‘some orientation’ in an otherwise ‘disorienting journey’.
The transforming nature of such experience leads us naturally to consider travel to
the desert in a faith-based context. The conceptual clarity that nature-based religious
and spiritual viewpoints offer is useful to us in understanding and presenting 4WD
desert travel by veterans as spiritual, because reverence for the desert itself is at the
centre of such experience.
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Nature Religion
The theoretical framework of ‘nature religion’, as conceptualized by Bron Taylor
(2007), offers a clear entry point into interpreting travel to the desert and its ex-
perience as spiritual. ‘Nature religion’ may be broadly described as ‘religion that
considers nature to be sacred, imbued with intrinsic value, and worthy of reverent
care’ (Taylor 2007: 867). It is critically distinguishable from ‘green religion’ which
views ‘environmentally friendly behaviour as a religious obligation’ [our empha-
sis]. In contrast, a nature religious view considers nature itself as sacred and any
destruction of it as a ‘desecrating act’ (Taylor 2007: 867). Nature religion also fosters
‘feelings of belonging and connection to the earth – of being bound to and depen-
dent upon the earth’s living systems’. The other trope that adequately captures the
‘family resemblance’ to nature religion is ‘earth religion’ (Taylor 2007: 867). To
this, we add ‘geopiety’ which considers the natural landscape as focal point of the
sacred.
Singh (2005) explains how even the most ordinary structure or contact (animal
or human) can be charged with meaning for a pilgrim in a specific space and time.
To this, physically demanding geographies may dramatize the piety or devotion to
the undertaken task. This occurrence is similar to a deeply religious experience and
may be described as ‘geopiety’, which Singh (2005) describes as the pilgrim’s faith
in the notion of the geographical as spiritual or geo-spiritual. Geopiety suggests
the interrelationship between land, human and reverence. Singh (2005: 4) writes:
‘Embedded within the theme of geo-religion is the aspect of geopiety that typically
relates to the sense of reverence (pious emotion) evoked by the wonder (or even
terror) of the earth in all its diversity’.
The complex debate that attempts to clarify notions of the ‘spiritual’, ‘sacred’ and
the ‘secular’ tends to become somewhat redundant to scholars who make nature the
exclusive focus of their studies. Catharine Albanese (1990: 3), for instance, argues
that the distinction between the sacred and profane or secular is forced or artificial in
the context of the ‘natural dimension’ of religion. She suggests that religions are as
much ‘action systems’ as they are ‘thought systems’ and, therefore, ‘the symbol of
nature must, so to speak, get out on the street ... touch flesh, blood and action’ (1990:
200–201).
In a similar way and in the specific context of outdoor recreations, Joseph Price
(1996: 415) notes that nature-based activities can be construed as spiritual, and invoke
‘a sense of wonder, awe, wholeness, harmony, ecstasy, transcendence, and solitude’.
Of particular relevance to our study is his observation that the language of those
who immerse themselves in such activities ‘frequently becomes poetic and invokes
religious metaphors’ (Price 1996: 417).
Similarly, in his study on water-based sport such as surfing and white-water kayak-
ing as a practice of nature religion, Taylor (2007: 863) argues:
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Outdoor adventure and other recreational practices can express, evoke, and
reinforce religious perceptions and orientations to natural and social worlds.
Some participants in them understand nature itself to be sacred in some way
and believe that facilitating human connections to nature is the most important
aspect of their chosen practice. Such activities can be construed by schol-
ars as ‘nature religion’ and profitably analyzed by comparing characteristics
commonly associated with religion to the beliefs and practices of participants
engaged in these activities.
For instance, practitioners of nature religion typically view the divine [or nature] as
immanent, rather than transcendental (Sanford 2007). Their sense of oneness with
nature extends itself to the paraphernalia that enables such harmony and rapport; for
instance, Sanford (2007: 881) observes that kayakers almost ‘wear’ their kayak. She
observes that the paddler does not merely intellectually engage with ideas such as ‘the
self, mindfulness, and finally risk and fear’ but ‘performs them’. These conceptions
‘become verbs’ as the participant engages centrally with the main medium of nature,
namely the river, and the ‘correct performance of these ideas’ enhances the nature-
based religious experience (Sanford 2007: 881).
Furthermore, those who may be considered to be involved in nature religion typi-
cally consider environmental degradation to be an unethical and defiling act; several
(though not necessarily all) of them, therefore, are likely to be concerned about
environmental sustainability and ecological restoration. An ‘interior experience of
nature’ experienced through sport or other outdoor recreation might translate into a
‘practiced environmental ethic’ (Sanford 2007: 891). In turn, ‘group-oriented prac-
tice of restoration ecology might help us transition to a religious sensibility that
emphasizes performance over unmediated personal experience’ (Sanford 2007: 891).
Membership in environment preservation clubs or organizations dedicated to specific
nature-recreation activities, says Sanford (2007), is an important means of reinforcing
both the personal, as well as the communal, nature of the experience.
Such activities generally never lose their poignancy and significance no matter how
often they are repeated; in fact, the discipline, rigour and respect that such activity
evokes strengthen devotion to the act, making the effort typical of a pilgrimage. The
ensuing section examines the notion of pilgrimage and how it may be usefully applied
to our study on the experiences of 4WD experts to the Australian desert.
The 4WD Pilgrimage
Pilgrimage is commonly understood to be the earliest form of tourism (Singh 2005;
Cohen 2004; Cousineau 1998). This insight has been approved and reinforced by sev-
eral tourism scholars since Victor and Edith Turner’s (1978: 20) famous observation
that ‘a tourist is half a pilgrim, if a pilgrim is half a tourist’; a tourist and a pilgrim
are hence mutually indistinguishable because each is half of the other. This remark
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is useful yet again, in conceptualizing our position that the 4WD travel experience
by experts to the Australian desert may be understood as a spiritual experience if
we reframe the actual journey itself as pilgrimage. Further, Cousineau (1998: xxiii)
urges that all genres of travel may be reframed in the context of pilgrimage, which
he describes as a ‘transformative journey to a sacred centre’. In the context of our
study, we have already positioned the desert as a sacred space.
Gimmicks, cliche´s, travel packages, marketing and shiny expectations that gen-
erally mark contemporary travel wax eloquent about, above all, a destination. The
destination itself in desert travel, important while it might be, however, becomes less
so than the actual journey. Paul Post (1996: 3) notes that in pilgrimage accounts, ‘the
arrival is for the most part narrated briefly and summarily. All the emphasis is on the
pilgrimage, the journey itself’. The actual experience of getting to the site is a critical
qualifier of the overall desert experience because its stark contrast to one’s home
boundaries arguably enriches one’s worldly perspectives by causing a shift in con-
sciousness, making the journey itself reminiscent of a pilgrimage. Elizondo (1996:
ix) writes of the importance of the pilgrim’s journey in reaching the destination:
Yet pilgrimage sites are not ends in themselves, but often serve as thresholds
into new stages of life. One does not go as a pilgrim to stay, but to pass through
a privileged experience that will change us in unsuspected and uncontrolled
ways so that we return to ordinary life in a completely new way.
Travel as pilgrimage is not necessarily a purely religious or spiritual exercise,
though considerable aspects of the latter may generally describe the experience.
Turner (1973) asserts that even worldly or rationalist travellers associate ‘pil-
grimage’ with a travel experience that touched them immeasurably. Cohen (1979:
183) argues that the touristpilgrim relationship might be viewed in a ‘continuum’,
and the key distinct points in this continuous line are ‘recreation’, ‘diversionary’,
‘experiential’, ‘experimental’ and ‘existential’. Four-wheel drive tourism may ar-
guably be said to contain all five modes of Cohen’s travel continuum. Particularly,
Cohen (1979) says that the three latter aspects may be associated with contemporary
pilgrims.
To this end, the 4WD clearly contributes to the ‘recreation’ and ‘diversionary’
aspects of the experience – however, it is no less important in making the ‘experien-
tial’, ‘experimental’ and ‘existential’ dimensions of the journey. Driving in a 4WD
through vast expanses draws on both the imagination and the physical reality of the
travel. Waitt and Lane (2007) observe that 4WD landscapes generally represent a
fluid, unfolding and an extant sense of space. This allows for reflexive interaction and
reflection that may enable a forward movement both from within and without, thus
intensifying the nature of both their inward and outward travel.
Pilgrimages are also marked by an urge to return time and again to the sacred
space, as a means of reaffirming faith and to enable inner rejuvenation (Post 1996).
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 2
0:2
2 1
4 N
ov
em
be
r 2
01
3 
378 Y. Narayanan & J. Macbeth
As Macbeth (2000: 25) observes of repeat and expert cruisers, such a quest to ‘stay
cruising’ may be viewed in terms of the existential dimension. To remove the self
to remote or physically isolating spaces is often a natural expression, according to
Jasper (2004), of the instinct to discover what uniquely shapes each person. The
poet Matthew Arnold writes with much envy of the roving nomad in ‘The Gypsy
Scholar’. Here, the narrator simply wishes to retire to a scene, which is both secluded
from human beings, but also sensual in its stark natural beauty, where he may
be allowed to dream. However, this simplicity is denied to him by his pensive,
melancholy and mundane existence. Arnold (1878: 166–170) writes of the wandering
gypsy:
O life unlike to ours!
Who fluctuate idly without term or scope,
Of who each strives, nor knows for what he strives
And each half lives a hundred different lives;
Who wait like thee, but not, like thee, in hope.
While Arnold’s melancholy may seem somewhat exaggerated, it remains true that
travel, as well as the traveller, symbolize ‘hope’. Singh (2005) observes, in her study
of mountain pilgrimages in the Himalayas, that hope is central to the overall feeling
of ‘terra religioso’, and that this visibly enhances the faith and forbearance of pilgrims
in difficult terrain.
The 4WD itself may be considered a modern symbol of Australia’s settler history
in the outback wilderness (Waitt and Lane 2007). Marketing strategies for the 4WD
purposefully continue to depict the 4WD in terms of the ‘settler historical fantasies
of wilderness’ and assure the consumer ‘a rugged independence in the wilds’ (Waitt
and Lane 2007: 162). Sheller (2004) particularly draws our attention to the nature-
orientated appeal of 4WDs and sports utility vehicles (SUVs). She writes (2004:
231):
Ironically, the very idea of ‘nature’ that many anti-car campaigners are defend-
ing may have been constituted largely through automobility. Gliding through
green woods dappled with sunlight, speeding toward the endlessly receding
horizon of a vast desert or plain, or shooting along winding hedge-rowed coun-
try lanes, driving has long been a way of ‘getting out in nature’.
This leads us to consider Post’s (1996: 3) observation that the ‘constant confrontation
with nature during the journey [pilgrimage] is a dominant theme’ in accounts of
pilgrimage travel. Post (1996: 4) calls the nature a “‘classic” pilgrimage theme’ and
explains thus the ‘emotional value’ of pilgrimage as ‘outdoor liturgy’:
[Nature] denotes not only experience of the landscape and changing weather
conditions, but also discoveries in relation to the pilgrim’s own body. We read
digressions which above all verbalize the contrast with the bourgeois existence
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left behind and sometimes lead to discussions of our estrangement from nature,
of nature and the attribution of meaning, of milieu and quality of life, coupled
with living in harmony with nature.
It is also useful for us to review the literature on the sociology of the ‘car culture’
in general because it informs our position that 4WD travel to the desert may be a
charged experience such as a pilgrimage, because of the journey and the destination,
but also because of the nature of such travel. Several studies have observed the impact
of the automobile on our emotional experience of the world (Sheller and Urry 2000;
Sheller 2004). Sheller (2004: 221) writes:
Cars elicit a wide range of feelings: the pleasure of driving, the outburst
of “road rage”, the thrill of speed . . . they also generate intensely emotional
politics . . . cars are above all machines that move people, but they do so in
many senses of the word.
Given the potentially intense emotional experience that car driving can be, Sheller
(2004: 222) argues that it is misleading to suggest that cars represent ‘the rational
actor’ who makes ‘carefully reasoned economic choices’, but in fact point to the
larger ‘lived experience of dwelling with cars in all of its complexity, ambiguity and
contradiction’.
Moreover, the 4WD accentuates a sense of the flawlessness of time, because
while moving through vast, empty and seemingly endless terrain, time is no longer
calculated in micro-gradations. In their study of the experiences of 4WD travellers
through the Kimberley region of Australia’s north-west, Waitt and Lane (2007: 3)
concur: ‘As four-wheel drivers travel through the Kimberley, they may be forced to
reflect on themselves, their actions and their relations to this place. In turn, this may
allow quite different experiences’.
It is also helpful to turn to the literature on adventure tourism because pilgrimage
shares some vital characteristics with adventure travel, namely, the requirement to
step out of one’s physical and emotional comfort zone and prevail over any chal-
lenges that may mark the travel experience. Cousineau (1998: xxvii) recalls the
words of a Buddhist monk: ‘The point of pilgrimage is to improve yourself by en-
during and overcoming difficulties’. Adventure tourism, similarly, seems to depend
crucially on the ‘intensity of intention’ that marks pilgrimages (Cousineau 1998:
15).
Another significant point of comparison of pilgrimage with adventure travel is
the often arduous location of the travel site. As Smith and Jenner (1999: 45) say of
adventure tourism, for instance: ‘the essential ingredients of an adventure holiday
seem to include a remote, under-populated region with a traditional culture, where
facilities are extremely limited’. Likewise, Singh (2005: 9) observes of pilgrimage
sites that these are often in physically exacting natural landscapes that are generally
devoid of modern conveniences and comforts:
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For these pilgrims, tourism to their centres of being is no less a quest for
a meaningful existence. Upon encountering locations and locals that are yet
untouched by modernity and incoherent notions of progress, where traditional
communities continue to have greater attachment to the land and natural land-
scapes, these pilgrims are inspired to conserve and protect. Their incessant
revolution towards environmental and cultural reconciliation for true progress
is worthwhile.
Moreover, travellers have been known to undertake physically and mentally stimu-
lating activities, journeying to remote natural destinations, to bring to their lives a
dimension of existence unknown to them in their familiar, daily lives. In a separate
study on ocean cruising for instance, Macbeth (2000: 25) says that it is often viewed as
a ‘quest and as a way of designing/defining a lifestyle outside the mainstream’. Singh
(2005) explains this impulse in explicitly spiritual terms. In her study on mountain
pilgrimages in a remote and treacherous region of the Himalayas, she observes that
such pilgrimages can ‘enrich, fulfill and discipline the visitor’ in spontaneous ways,
as opposed to the feelings of being ‘managed’ in their home environments (Singh
2005: 3). Our own study on 4WD travel to the desert takes the view that such travel
epitomizes the urge, as Macbeth notes, to take the path less trodden; however, this
urge cannot be viewed in a purely secular manner. The feelings of joy, self-fulfilment
and accomplishment that 4WD desert travel evokes make it a sacred experience, thus
making the journey reminiscent of a pilgrimage.
Methods
Our initial intention with this paper was to explore the motivations of expert 4WDers
for travel in the Australian desert. To this end, we depended on ethnographer James
Spradley’s (1979) guidelines on conducting qualitative interviews and selecting the
informants, as well as his domain analysis method to interpret and present the data.
He suggests that respondents should be well acquainted with and immersed in the
social and cultural space of which they speak, and that the interviewer should not be
so in order to enable rich data to be collected. This was precisely the case with us since
Yamini Narayanan, who conducted all the interviews, had no previous background
or familiarity with 4WD or desert tourism. Spradley also cautions that sufficient time
be allocated to conduct the interviews – a rule we followed.
The sample of 22 experts was carefully selected: Jim Macbeth had an initial list
of veteran travellers to the desert and Yamini Narayanan contacted a range of 4WD
clubs and associations for interviewees; these participants provided further access
through a snowball sampling technique to other 4WDers who fitted our key criterion
of having extensive travel experience in the desert; the veterans who return. At the
point of saturation, we concluded this stage of interviewing. The final sample size
of 25 respondents was carefully targeted, and the responses from the conversations
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captured insightful detail on the motivations to undertake such travel into the desert,
insights not captured by the literature review on 4WD desert travel. We used a semi-
structured interview designed for approximately 45 minutes of conversation. This
enabled the main preoccupations of the research to be covered, even while they allow
the interviewees to identify and talk about further issues they believed to be important
(Atkinson and El Haj 1996).
The domain method of analysis makes the interviewer responsible for identi-
fying those major themes that frequently emerge in the interviews (Spradley 1979).
However, while the conclusions made depend at one level on the interviewer’s subjec-
tivity, it is possible to take some precautions to minimize the impact of the researcher.
Atkinson and El Haj (1996) suggest identifying the practical concerns that preoccupy
the respondent first. They also suggest reading the transcript many times so that other
concrete themes may be discovered. Thus, the fact that there was a strong spiritual
theme emerging among the motivations quickly became very clear to us. We have also
used the actual phrases and, in several instances, entire narratives of the respondents
in their own words (Atkinson and El Haj 1996) to present with greater integrity the
concerns that are most important to the participant.
As Spradley (1979) forewarned, we found that some interviewees were gifted with
greater powers of articulation and knowledge, and they naturally assumed the role of
key respondents. The decision on how much importance to give their views became
problematic; however, as Atkinson and El Haj (1996) suggest, we were more cautious
about giving these views much attention if they were not adequately reinforced by
the other participants. We have also been careful about being attentive to differing
views if they arose. The following section thus proceeds to the heart of the study, to
hear the ‘voice’ of the 4WD traveller to the Australian desert.
4WD Tourism in Australia: Merging the Desert and the Spiritual
While studying these seekers of the desert experience, it became almost immediately
clear that first, the desert itself was valuable for its ‘secondary landscape’ as much as
for the primary, physical one. Our interviewees variously described the desert expe-
rience as ‘priceless’ and ‘invaluable’; however, their vocabulary frequently included
startlingly religious and spiritual terms, such as ‘cleansing’, ‘purifying’ and ‘uplift-
ing’. Most of the interviewees believed that after each trip, they returned in some way
‘changed’. Respondent 1 started her account of her experiences by declaring, ‘The
desert is my church’.
The feelings and emotions evoked by and associated with the land were not dis-
connected from the biophysical features of the desert topography that they never
ceased to be amazed by, even after decades of familiarity. Respondent 2 spoke of the
growing sense of self-awareness that occurred for him in response to the desert. The
desert, for him, brought a greater understanding of a unity of himself with nature:
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That land directly overwhelms your heart. Absolutely no other feeling – falling
in love, building a house, having a child – none of them can even come close.
That feeling of taking your life in your hands, when all there is, is the 4WD
and the land. That’s what happens each time you travel like that. It does hit
home, the whole concept of living with the land. There is a sudden shift in
consciousness, it all makes crystal clear sense. The physical, the emotional, the
spiritual and the psychological aspects all combine into some sort of cellular
relationship within you.
Inner transformations seem to be at the heart of the desert experience. Respondent
7 describes some of the natural phenomena in the desert that are reminiscent of the
visual imagery that holds deep significance for religious travellers:
The sunsets for me ... you see sunsets in the desert on a scale you cannot
imagine. It’s a performance of the entire sky, the most vibrant rich colours
ever. It is the most amazing celebration of nature. You cannot but feel so much
respect. Once I saw a single wallaby or kangaroo, I don’t know, on a rock really
far away ... it felt like it was paying its respects, too. I felt humble towards it as
well.
These compelling moments illustrate the power of the desert to stir and move the
human imagination; respondent 7’s anthropomorphic understanding of the wallaby
and its imagined response to the sunset arguably conveys a feeling of nature kinship.
Respondent 6 similarly notes the impact of the red earth found in several deserts,
particularly in Central Australia and some parts of Western Australia on herself. As
a former tour operator, she believes that some singular, outstanding features of the
landscape can move even novice travellers in the desert:
I do believe that the red earth, the red desert changes you. In our tour groups,
we would have people from different corners of the globe, with their varying
levels of expectations and excitement. At the end of the tour, they would all
begin to fall silent one by one. They would be transformed, different people,
changed in some important ways.
The veteran travellers are all too keenly aware of the swift and irrevocable punishment
that the desert is capable of inflicting for carelessness or irresponsible behaviour.
Noteworthy, however, is the fact that while the experts possess detailed knowledge
of the dangers, as well as methods to address emergencies if they occur, words that
describe the desert as ‘treacherous’ or ‘harsh’ were almost never used. Instead, as
respondent 9 explains, that this is the desert’s way of ‘teaching you how to behave so
that you can enjoy it fully and learn from it the way you are meant to’, thus elevating
nature, even beyond a sense of oneness, to the status of a teacher or a master.
Secondly, we noted the joyous nature of the respondents’ experience of the desert
and the natural life forms in it, the rapturous nature of which leads us to consider
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the 4WD travel experience of the veterans as a form of practice of ‘nature religion’.
Respondent 20 referred to the ‘joy and ecstasy that courses through my veins’ as
soon as her 4WD slipped off the bitumen. Noteworthy is the fact that our veterans
emphasized the need to slow down and ‘surrender’ to the experience, as opposed to
the competitive urge that they noted of several other types of travellers to ‘do’ the
various tracks and desert and, thus, in a sense, ‘dominate’. Respondent 20 firmly
noted that her urge was not to ‘do’ the desert or famous tracks; rather, she delighted
in participating with nature, looking and feeling:
The sight of a still dingo . . . so still that you wouldn’t have noticed it for a
while until suddenly you do. You realise how full of dignity and quiet sort of
confidence it is. Just cooling your heels in a water hole, the breeze, and the
sounds too . . . far from being a quiet place, the desert is actually a noisy and
a very alive place. Never stops throbbing with life. It is absolutely freezing at
night but it has never even occurred to me, the thought that oh, I wish I was
back at home.
Respondent 12 similarly is emphatic that he had no interest in ‘doing’ the desert;
rather, he wanted to ‘be’ and ‘let it all happen’. For him, the desert came most
alive when his mind was ‘still’. He tried to describe the perspective he gained by
‘surrendering’ and taking in the versatile scenery in a day in the desert:
Such fresh, crisp air when you wake up, it’s like drinking the best nectar.
Nothing nicer than walking barefoot through the red sand (you can’t always
do that though). The noises sometimes at that hour of the morning, there is a
bit of loudness in the silence – occasionally rustling, some cries. If there is a
waterhole nearby, that is the best. By mid day, it’s warmed up enough to feel
like a natural spa. If you are driving, there are clouds of dust, you go very
slowly. You take in so much – if you race through the desert, it is all lost. You
have to slow down completely here, yourself and your 4WD. At night, it’s the
blackness everywhere and the sky full of stars. Sometimes you can even see
Venus or Mars. You just lie under it, there is nothing else you can do. You so
willingly surrender.
This sense of surrender involves slowing down to the point of just ‘being’. However,
this is clearly not a passive state of being or beatitude; rather, this experience involves
the senses being stimulated and charged to levels of consciousness and receptivity
that allow the traveller to get ‘uplifted’. In this sense, it is undeniably a ‘spiritual’
experience for respondent 11 who says:
For me, it is definitely a spiritual experience, because it changes me every time.
I also get energised, you know, uplifted. My spirits feel euphoric. Just being
there and doing nothing. You realise that when you are at home, you trap nature
in a potted plant. In the desert, nothing is bounded, even you feel free. Some
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of our friends have brought their children with them . . . you should see how
children react to the desert. They just love it, they are young enough to be even
closer to nature, it is great to watch them.
The sense of oneness and harmony with nature is perhaps the greatest fulfilment
that our respondents seemed to derive from the experience. Respondent 4 evokes
powerful transcendental imagery and uses a strong spiritual vocabulary to describe
this oneness:
At night, when you are lying flat on the ground, you have not even set up camp,
and you are looking at the sky, which is literally heavy with stars. There is
no artificial light. It is so quiet, all you can hear is the pure sounds like the
dingoes and the crickets, and your own heart beating in your chest. That’s when
you leave your body, transcend your physical being. It is unbelievable. You are
really one with nature. You experience it and you know what it means then.
Respondent 4 further refers to his heightened consciousness through a ‘real sense of
perspective’ that he gets from the desert:
The sense of freedom, of surviving in the wilderness and feeling wild . . . you
feel completely liberated. It gives you confidence and a real sense of perspective,
of what is important and what is not. This knowledge you take back with you
into civilization and it grounds you.
Furthermore, a significant number of the veteran 4WDers hold memberships or are
officials of 4WD clubs. In addition to recreation, the other activities that they par-
ticipate in include track repair and restoration, and oftentimes, acting for lobbying
organizations to ensure ecological preservation. They also regularly hold meetings
to which even non-members are welcome, allow access to their brochures and mag-
azines, and take an active role in disseminating information about 4WD protocol,
vital environmental issues and tips for planning, safe driving and travelling. Most
respondents seemed to share the opinion that as a whole, the 4WD community had
gone from ‘being very irresponsible to very, very responsible’. In part, this seems
to be a result of the growing impact of 4WD clubs. Even the non-members among
our interviewees subscribed to the literature published by them, and accessed their
websites regularly.
Lastly, we became aware that the actual passage to the desert itself was a significant
event. The desert experience was clearly not about the destination as it was about
the journey. The travel itself had an impact that was both distinguishable and, at
other times, melded with the desert. These observations led us to consider that the
4WD travel to the desert by veterans could thus be reframed as 4WD pilgrimage.
Respondent 5 says, for instance, of the experience of travelling itself:
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It is like meditation, especially when you drive long distances, and after a while
you even stop talking with your companion if you have one. Listening to the
hum of the motor. There are periods of changing light as the day grows, and
then dusk and then darkness, then you plunge into a meditative state. You begin
to contemplate life.
For respondent 3, the experience of driving the 4WD and the movement associated
with the vehicle unarguably sharpens the intensity of the desert experience. He says:
The 4WD transports me to somewhere where I have a spiritual connection, in
a world that is obsessively time-efficient. Here, the modern world allows you
to briefly enjoy the natural world in a way that is familiar and pure. For me, the
process of getting into the desert is like a birthing connection.
Pilgrimages are traditionally associated with arduous or physically difficult journeys.
Travellers may typically undergo physical and emotional trauma of varying degrees,
and there may be a range of emotions, predominantly a heightened sense of fear and
anxiety about the plausibility of the undertaken task. While contemporary 4WD travel
is increasingly an experience of far greater physical comfort and even luxury, equipped
with sophisticated technology, our interviewees nevertheless spoke of some levels of
apprehension and nervousness, particularly at the start of the journey or if they were
undertaking a solitary expedition into the desert. That moment of transcending such
fears is arguably an important instance of participating fully in the travel experience.
Respondent 10 explained, for instance:
The fear factor. Fear of being on your own – you know, thinking, can I do this.
Can I do this. Can I do this. It can become an obsessive chant sometimes, if
you are travelling for the first time, or alone, or if you are the key responsible
member of a group. Then all of a sudden, you decide it does not matter. Then
it is like going home. It’s a feeling that can make you feel dizzy.
The 4WD travel also affords a sense of personal achievement and satisfaction that
might be associated with the completion of a pilgrimage. The accounts of the inter-
viewees are also replete with reminiscences of incidents that might have occurred en
route during their travels. These incidents might provide opportunity for reflection as
one progresses along the journey. For instance, respondent 8, who describes 4WDing
as ‘second nature’, says:
It is the immense self-satisfaction that I can push myself and my vehicle to
seriously extreme limits, and know that I have done it. Having confidence in
myself and my vehicle. Knowing that there is a point of no-return, and then just
going for it. I know what my 4WD is capable of, and then I try to do more. It’s
like you imagine a really terrifying moment, and then actually set yourself to
live it. But there are other pleasures, too, the amazing sense of doing something
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incredible anyway, like I once drove through the riverbed in the Moore River
for 3 kilometres and it took a few hours.
Finally, we noted a striking trend in the interviews that are typical of pilgrimage
narratives – the historical and cultural references that may make both the journey
and the destination significant. This process of introspection seemed to also plunge
travellers into a sense of historical awareness, which is more felt and sensed, than
enhanced by academic knowledge. The interviewees seemed to consider that the
4WD trip into the desert provoked a strong sense of nostalgia in them for times gone
by. Respondent 5 says:
It is strangely reminiscent of childhood, the whole experience. When you
are negotiating difficult terrain, you think of the early explorers and the cattle
ringers. They didn’t have one-tenth of the technological help we have now, they
used camels and donkeys. You get a real appreciation for their achievement as
well. This sense of wonder about history I associate with childhood. That’s
when I used to think about these questions; ask them.
The interviewees similarly refer to the ancient indigenous presence in the desert and
say that it forms a vital part of the Australian desert experience. Respondent 19 notes:
I think it would be good for every Australian to go to the desert and get an
idea of what the Aborigines are talking about. You think about what the desert
meant to them, how they survived, how they helped the first white people to
survive.
The overlapping threads that we have identified in the accounts of the expert 4WDers
(the desert as a sacred space, its experience as a form of ‘nature religion’ and the
journey to it as pilgrimage) thus lead us to consider that overall 4WD travel to the
desert may be a spiritually significant experience for some veteran 4WDers.
Further Reflections
Our research has thus far argued that the experience of veteran 4WDers to the
Australian desert has a strong spiritual dimension to it, and we positioned our argu-
ment in three ways: by considering the desert as a sacred space; by suggesting that
the experience of such travel may be considered a form of nature religion; and, lastly,
by reframing the actual 4WD journey to the desert itself as pilgrimage. Our argument
was informed by interviews with expert 4WD pilgrims who had been participating in
such pilgrimages to various parts of the Australian deserts for several years or even
decades. It is arguably of much relevance and interest to scholars of tourism studies,
religious studies and geography that the nature of the veteran 4WDers’ experiences
is demonstrably spiritual. Our findings help identify the ‘religious’ and the ‘spiritual’
in the lived experience of 4WDing through the Australian desert. Religion is manifest
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in the physical experience of immersing the self in the desert and in the ritual of the
4WD journey itself.
Further, it is also of interest to sustainability and environmental studies because
it seems from the interviews that issues of ecological care and ethics are deeply
interconnected with the religious nature of these travels. If we are to accept Bron
Taylor’s elucidation of nature religion, then we must consider that 4WDers – at least
the repeat and expert travellers – are practitioners of such faith. It will be of interest
and relevance to undertake more interviews with experts, as well as to examine the
interests of novice 4WDers to be alert for any nascent tendencies to such experiences
of 4WDing in the Australian desert.
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